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live, and the foods we eat. Our exposure to some of these factors var-
ies in ways that can be precisely measured. For most factors, however,
the measurement of the exposures and the assessment of their effects are
neither precise nor straightforward. Among the factors whose precise
effects are difficult to assess are the diets consumed by different
groups of people.  The measurements are difficult not only because it is
hard to learn what people eat but also because the foods comprising
their diets are so complex.
Studies of the association between diet and cancer have focused on
cancers of the gastrointestinal tract, the breast and other tissues
susceptible to hormonal influence, and, to a lesser extent, the respi-
ratory tract and the urinary bladder. After assessing the resultant
literature, the committee concluded that the differences in the rates
at which various cancers occur in different human populations are often
correlated with differences in diet.  The likelihood that some of these
correlations reflect causality is strengthened by laboratory evidence
that similar dietary patterns and components of food also affect the
incidence of certain cancers in animals.
Chapters 16 and 17 provide information about the trends in cancer
incidence and the relationship between diet and the incidence of cancer
at specific sites.
Epidemiologists have found it relatively easy to demonstrate a cor-
relation between diets consumed in modern affluent societies and the
incidence of cancers in such organs as the breast, colon, and uterus.
But it has proved to be much more difficult to establish causal rela-
tionships and to determine which, if any, of the dietary components is
responsible.
Similarly, difficulties are encountered in laboratory experiments.
Like humans, most animals have a significant incidence of cancer in old
age, and the rates of these cancers often tend to be affected by changes
in diet. However, the influence of diet on spontaneous and experimen-
tally induced cancers is not easily investigated because the underlying
mechanisms and molecular biology of the cancers are still not fully
understood.  Indeed, the effects of diet were often regarded as a
nuisance—i.e., yet another variable standing between the investigators
and their measurement of carcinogenic!ty. As a consequence, researchers
have only recently returned to the study of diet as a factor in carcino-
genesis.
It is possible that research in progress will generate more defini-
tive information that will be useful in formulating dietary recommenda-
tions to minimize the risk of cancer.  In the meantime, the committee
believes that the evidence at hand justifies certain interim guidelines.
These guidelines appear at the end of this chapter following a summary
of the committee's findings and the conclusions it believes can be drawn
from the scientific evidence.

